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very well the considerable eminence in the field 
that has been achieved in the last ten years by the 
Japanese scientists. Finally, I have one complaint 
and one suggestion. The index, although long, is 
by no means complete, and therefore makes it 
hazardous to try to dip into the book on a topic 
basis. My suggestion is that each section or theme 
might benefit from an editorial-type overview, in 
which a distinguished expert was invited briefly to 
indicate a personal assessment of the state of the 
art, together with predictions for the future. This 
would certainly increase the appeal of this impor- 
tant volume, at least for me. 
Robin Hoult 
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Fat-soluble A, a growth factor for rats, was first 
described in 1913 and named vitamin A in 1920. 
Today vitamin A is officially known as retinol; 
that is it is one member of a large number of 
naturally occurring and synthetic compounds con- 
sisting of four isoprenoid units joined in a head to 
tail manner and known collectively as Retinoids - 
hence the title of this thesis. However the term 
vitamin A is still used today as the generic descrip- 
tor for retinoids exhibiting qualitatively the 
biological action of retinol; according to the 
IUPAC Commission on Biochemical Nomen- 
clature it should only be used in derived terms such 
as vitamin A activity, vitamin A deficiency. With 
this nomenclature in mind the contents of the 
treatise can be explored. 
In 1957 T. Moore produced a single author book 
on vitamin A in which all the available information 
could be accommodated in 645 pages. However 
during the past 25-30 years the investigations in 
this area have not only been increasingly numerous 
but have become more and more wide-ranging, so 
that in 1984 two volumes with 16 authors were re- 
quired to cover selected aspects in authoritative 
detail. The first volume is concerned mainly with 
the chemical and physical properties, methods of 
analysis and bioassay and with the synthesis of 
labelled retinoids, which are so important for 
penetrating metabolic studies. This volume ends 
with an impressive chapter on vitamin A in animal 
and human nutrition with its emphasis on the con- 
tinuing grave problem of vitamin A deficiency in 
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the Third World. The second volume generally 
deals with more biological aspects and includes 
sections on biosynthesis, absorption and hepatic 
metabolism of retinol; plasma retinol binding pro- 
tein; cellular retinoid binding proteins, and func- 
tion in vision. This last is the only function as yet 
reasonably well understood at the molecular level; 
there is no doubt that retinoids modify cell dif- 
ferentiation and cell proliferation as described in 
detail by Roberts and Sporn, but the nature of the 
molecular mechanisms involved still evades in- 
vestigators and will probably continue to do so un- 
til the central role of the gene in the process is fully 
appreciated. Other chapters cover the pre-clinical 
and clinical toxicology of selected retinoids, their 
successful clinical use in dermatology and in- 
vestigations which suggests a role for retinol in im- 
munostimulation. A thoughtful chapter on 
‘Retinoids in Cancer’ discusses this controversial 
subject with balanced detachment. 
The two volumes represent a timely and 
authoritative treatise which gives an up to date 
view of an aspect of biochemistry which seems 
poised to develop rapidly in the near future. The 
treatise can be recommended as indispensible 
reading for the expert in this general area. 
However for someone about to move into 
‘retinoids’ the 75 page overview by G.A.J. Pitt in 
‘Fat Soluble Vitamins’ (ed. A.T. Diplock, 
Heinemann) can be strongly recommended as tasty 
hors d’oeuvres before the main dish is tackled. 
T. W. Goodwin 
